France pushes for greater public participation in research  by Lee, Kenneth
Those who oppose public
participation in decisions affecting
scientific progress argue that the
public lack the knowledge to assess
science. Hoping to sink this
argument and prepare a new
generation of his countrymen to have
a bigger say in scientific issues,
Roger-Gérard Schwartzenberg, the
French research minister, is
proposing to introduce science into
the civics curriculum for all 11–18
year olds.
This and other measures aimed at
building what Mr Schwartzenberg
calls “une science publique et citoyenne”
were announced at a colloquium on
Science and Society, held last month
at the Sorbonne in Paris. The
colloquium, which was hosted by
France at the close of its six-month
presidency of the European Union
(EU), was attended by prominent
scientists, and the research ministers
of China, Japan and EU countries.
Recognizing the power of
television to make science accessible
to the public, Mr Schwartzenberg
will move for a European-wide
television channel devoted to
science, to be funded jointly by EU
member states. Pressure will also be
applied on French television
channels to increase their coverage of
science. These moves are prompted
by a recent survey conducted in
France by the polling organization
Sofres, which found that — for 62%
of respondents — there is
insufficient air-time devoted to
science.
A similar proportion of those
polled considered that they were not
well informed of scientific
discoveries. This rose to 74% among
the 18–24 year olds. Citing these
figures at the colloquium, Mr
Schwartzenberg said it was high time
that science “came down to the
streets”. One of his measures is
therefore to provide financial aid to
scientific associations that contribute
to increased public understanding of
science.
To encourage debate of scientific
and technological issues, the French
research minister hopes to see public
participation in the form of lay
panels, modelled along the
consensus conferences pioneered in
Denmark. These are 3- or 4-day
meetings at which the public can
question experts or anybody it
wishes and assess the issues
associated with a particular
technological development. A report
is then submitted to the policy
makers and also put on the web.
Mr Schwartzenberg further
proposed increasing the scope of
referendums to include scientific
issues. Since the founding of the
French republic in 1792, there have
only ever been 27 referendums,
usually on constitutional and
territorial questions.
His proposal coincided with an
appeal by Corinne Lepage, a former
minister of the environment, for a
referendum on an issue of
widespread public concern:
genetically modified crops. Her
appeal was prompted by a
government decision to allow the
cultivation of three varieties of
transgenic maize in France. 
Other measures put forward by
the French research minister
included public reporting of “all
scientific results” to ensure complete
transparency of the state of scientific
progress; regular debates in
parliament on contemporary
scientific issues; and creation of
ethics committees in all research
bodies. Mr Schwartzenberg also
called on political parties and
presidential candidates to
incorporate science into their
manifestos.
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proposed at a recent meeting are carried out, writes Kenneth Lee
France pushes for greater public participation
in research
